Introduction
At independence the three Melanesian states of the Pacific Islands region -Papua New Guinea (1975 ), Solomon Islands (1978 and Vanuatu (1980) -opted for decentralised systems of government. In all cases a three-tier system of national, provincial and local government was introduced, although the specific arrangements and allocation of powers differed substantially. Since that time there has been a good deal of analysis about the policy processes of decentralisation itself and about the effectiveness (or otherwise) of national-level governance in these countries; but until recently little has been written about the lower levels.
This short article surveys some of the recent research and commentary on local-level governance relating particularly to Papua New Guinea (PNG) and Solomon Islands. It focuses on both the poor condition of formal local-level government as well as on the rise of informal governance-type activity at the local level which might be described as 'civil society in formation'.
HEGARTY:
Governance at the Local Level in Melanesia -Absent the State
It is clear in these two countries that the formal institutions of Local Level Government (LLG) -with a small number of notable exceptions in PNG -have not worked well nor gained much traction as effective instruments of administration and service delivery within the communities they were established to serve. In some ways this is a surprising result given the famed diversity of Melanesia's small-scale socio-political units which, together with fissiparous tendencies evident in the late colonial period, led observers at that time to the view that these countries were ripe for the transplantation and uptake of local-level forms of government.
LLGs, however, quickly became very much the 'poor cousins' of the higher levels of government. Indeed, major decentralisation 'reforms' in PNG in 1995 impacted adversely on the powers and service abilities of the LLGs even though the 'reforms'
were justified in terms of decentralisation to LLGs (May 1999) , while in Solomon
Islands the local level system of Area Councils created at Independence was largely ignored at the national level (Nanau 1998, p.190) and then abolished in 1996/7 (Cox and Morrison, 2004) . At the same time those 'reforms' did little to enhance the presence or effectiveness, at the local level, of the other levels of the state -Provincial and National government.
In the absence of effective formal local government, most villages and communities have governed their affairs according to customary rules and localised practices that have evolved and adapted over time. In PNG there were wide variations in the ways clans organised and conducted socio-political affairs in their villages and communities, consistent with that country's immense diversity in local languages, cultures and topography (Rowley 1965, pp. 32-52; Jinks 1971, pp. 8-37) . In the smaller polity of Solomon Islands it was possible to identify 'traditional governance structures' that provided its small discreet 'tribal' units with a framework for social and economic relations, leadership and participation (Wairiu and Tabo 2003; White 2007 Importantly, one institution of government that has become reasonably well embedded at the local-level across most of PNG has been that of Village Courts. These are disputeresolution mechanisms that operate under state authority -though often autonomously of the state -with local assessors adjudicating cases, the outcomes of which are highly contextualised and consequently of considerable local credibility and legitimacy.
Over the past decade, researchers and participant-observers have looked beyond the formal institutions of government and examined more broadly the governance-related political and community activity that is occurring at local levels, in a sense, in the absence of state. A significant finding in both countries -and the major concern of this article -has been the formation and flourishing of large numbers of local-level groups and associations that have organised in pursuit of governance, development and community-related activities and objectives. Anwar Shah provides a helpful distinction between these terms: local government referring to specific institutions or entities created constitutionally, legislatively or by executive order to deliver a range of specified services to a relatively small geographically delineated area; whereas local governance refers to a broader concept defined as the "formulation and execution of collective action at the local level" encompassing both "the direct and indirect roles of formal institutions of local government … as well as the roles of informal norms, networks and community organizations, and neighbourhood associations in pursuing collective action …." (Shah 2006, pp. 1-2).
Condition of local level government
The poor condition of LLG in PNG 
Governance activity at the local level: in the absence of state
The past decade, as noted above, has witnessed a plethora of community-based groups forming in many locations and becoming active across a wide and diverse range of activities in both PNG and Solomon Islands. Collectively these groups may be considered a part of the nation's emerging 'civil society'; a largely indigenous 'organic' process now aided, to some extent artificially, by donor programs and funding which are designed to promote good governance and democracy agendas. action that often go unrecognised by analysts, donors and even at times by those in power locally. The absence of an effective local governmental system has denied these groups a 'channel', theatre, decision-making apparatus and resource provider/allocator within which they might operate, or with which to interact more effectively on behalf of their 'constituents'. Such an absence also leaves them frequently vulnerable to being bypassed by patronage politicking on the part of the elected national MP, thereby limiting their clout and functionality.
Local-level groups and associations: case studies

HEGARTY:
Governance at the Local Level in Melanesia -Absent the State Eric Kwa (2008) , an academic and lawyer at the University of PNG, described his role in public advocacy, education and legal support in assisting a LLG in Madang Province to counteract a startling rate of deforestation in the area. In the process, concepts of 'natural resource governance regimes' were developed such that landowners became aware of the consequences of natural resource plunder; were enabled to extract a fair share of revenue and royalties; were aware of the need for 'forestry protection' through legislation; and began to codify customary laws and strengthen collaboration between landowners of various kinds such that a new landowning category -'grass-land owners' -became important in considerations of resource development. (piggery, copra dryers), and in effect created an informal local level governance system.
As elsewhere, there is a growing preference within local communities, in the absence of HEGARTY:
Governance at the Local Level in Melanesia -Absent the State the central state playing a development and service provision role, to work directly with donors (Koburu and Wairiu 2008) .
The above cases offer only a small sample of the literally hundreds of groups, 'komitis'
(committees) and associations that are active at local levels throughout Melanesia.
Significance?
What is the significance of this range of activity for Melanesian politics and governance when the state's presence and authority at local levels is weak and undeveloped? Does it foreshadow the emergence of 'citizen politics', the 'voice of the people', the 'demand' for better governance, or the 'forward thrust of civil society' that democracy builders and donor agencies hope will invigorate the political and policy processes at both local and national levels, thereby deepening democracy, improving government, and bringing a (some of which are described by the practitioners above), which he suggests provide clues for donors and national governments to build upon.
The churches are often viewed as the strongest element of civil society and as providing the civil society alternative to the state. Debra McDougall (2008, p15) concludes that, for Solomon Islands, churches "are not ersatz states and cannot be easily harnessed for secular agendas"; but given their strength at the local level "a better goal might be to help foster productive relationships between church organisations and state institutions".
HEGARTY:
Governance at the Local Level in Melanesia -Absent the State efforts to 'build demand for better governance', however, has led her to a cautious but still optimistic conclusion: "Demand for good governance seems to emerge as a byproduct of a robust and vibrant civil society … promoting community demand for better governance through civil society strengthening is slow, complex, incremental, iterative and a reflexive process dependent upon extensive relationship building and investment in social infrastructure."
The broader comparative literature on civil society is instructive about its potential to build and strengthen state institutions and responsible governance. Manor (2003) suggests civil society's success in this endeavour hinges to a large extent on the type of governmental regime in which it operates: a state having 'medium-to-high capacity' and being 'accommodative' offering the best prospect. Shah (2006) visits supply-side questions of LLG noting that the most common design embraces fiscal transfers from the centre, with little revenue-raising from the base, which in turn discourages both accountability to local citizens by LLGs and 'buy-in' by those citizens. He urges a 'network facilitator' role for LLGs in developing countries. Francis Fukuyama (2007 Fukuyama ( , 2008 , who visited Melanesia in recent times, noted that patronage politics usually defeats local initiatives, so reformers should build upon existing social capital, minimise the control of communities by local elites, and encourage programs that strengthen community driven development. Fukuyama (n.d., p.16 ) acknowledged the relative strength of civil society in PNG, but observed that "the networks that would allow more collaboration with local government appear not to be in place." Equally pertinent is his advice to donors that civil society does not work to donor timetables, and that the task of encouraging civil society is more akin to 'gardening' than to 'engineering' (Fukuyama 2007 ).
In assessing the changes occurring at local level in Melanesia it is important to remember that we are witnessing civil society 'in formation' at the same time as those state structures and institutions inherited at independence are still being moulded by an HEGARTY:
Governance at the Local Level in Melanesia -Absent the State underlying political culture (quite alien to the origins of those institutions). The
Melanesian countries' social and cultural heterogeneity, their developing but fragile economies, their evolving political cultures in which patronage-style politics has become prominent, the difficulty communities have in mobilising around political and governance issues, and the scarcity of communication channels for articulating demands, all constitute significant constraints on the growth and impact of civil society and on the effectiveness of government at the local level.
